history and oral history as method and theory and is a reminder of oral history's significance to ethnic history.
The Writing of History
History is the knowledge of human beings in time. Marc Bloch argued that even if history were indifferent to political man/woman and were unable to promote social change, it would be justified by its necessity for the full development of human beings.1 Still, history would be incomplete if it did not eventually help us to lead better lives. Historical explanation derives, in the first instance, from our need for explanation but thereafter enables us to act reasonably. Accordingly, this humanistic history advocated by Bloch springs from a desire to satisfy human intellectual needs/curiosity through an explanation of human lives-the human condition-for the guidance of human action.
Both of these aims in history-the needs for explanation and human guidance-require that historians reconstruct and explicate historical reality freed from the oppression of myths and lies. That objective reality, however, is independent of the historian's consciousness and may not even be approached. In his well-known 1932 presidential address to the American Historical Association, Carl Becker expressed an extreme position on that subject. According to Becker, history which is past reality complete and unchanging is distinct from our knowledge of history which is merely our conception of that historical reality incomplete and subject to change. Thus, he concluded, every man was his own historian.2 Two decades later, C. Vann Woodward objected to Becker's relativism. While conceding that myths may influence human activity and constitute a part of intellectual history, Woodward nonetheless maintained that they must be separated from ' historical reality, the object toward which historians strive.3 As his own work on segregation in the South underscored,4 individuals may well behave on the basis of misconceptions or myths; these may constitute reality for them, but it was Woodward's contention that the historian must distinguish between those subjective perceptions and objective reality.
While in accord with Woodward's strictures on the subject, I share the sentiments voiced by those like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.; Jan Vansina; Studs Terkel; and Staughton Lynd to the effect that the historian must shed intellectual arrogance which presumes that s/he knows better than the historical actors themselves or that nonliterate peoples have no conception of history.5
Still, a revival of the old extreme relativism in the form of what Gene Wise has labeled as "perspectivist history" is illconceived if the distinction is blurred between historical reality and individual reality.6 Stanley Elkins's Sambo might have been reality to some southern whites who only saw that profile of black people,7 but it was not historical reality to blacks in their accounts of plantation life. What blacks emphasize are the subjects of slave rebellions and the deceptions played on white masters. Sambo was not, then, an internalized image, as proposed by Elkins, but was merely a mask for survival.8 The contrast here is elucidating. Elkins's thesis was derived from the traditional plantation sources-records, diaries, letters, et cetera-while the refutation came from the people themselves, the oral traditions of black folk. Further, the distinction between individual or group reality and historical reality is a necessary and liberating one.
Historians generally agree that historical explanations are really only propositions placed within a general interpretive framework postulated by the historian. "The history of societies," observed E. J. Hobsbaum, "requires us to apply, if not a formalized and elaborate model of such structures, then at least an approximate order of research priorities and a working assumption about what constitutes the central nexus or complex of connections of our subject, though of course these things imply a model. Every social historian does in fact make such assumptions and holds such priorities."9 At the very first, therefore, historical research presumes that there is direction and purpose and that it is not value free.
The apparent paradox is that historians argue for the reconstruction of historical reality while, at the same time, they also admit that historical research begins with assumptions; and, in fact, they advocate the construction of models and theories to explain reality. If, however, one agrees that historical reality behaves in a systematic fashion, then theory which most closely resembles that reality best explains it; this is because theory provides boundaries for the system; identifies its elements, structure, and function; proposes explanations; poses questions; and provides a test of logical consistency for explanations. Even if the theory is divorced from reality, it at least provides expectations, things for the historian to look for; and if these are not found, the model can be modified accordingly.10 The historian must, therefore, be sensitive and receptive to whatever the historical evidence may reveal.
A diagram of the process by which history is written is displayed in figure 1. 
The Nature of Historical Evidence
While maintaining a receptive mind, the historian must also view the historical evidence critically. Apart from cultural and physical artifacts such as pottery, bones, and so forth, there are two broad categories of historical evidence-written documents and oral documents. Both of these varieties share common elements which are of concern to the historian. Historical documents derive from humans who have biases and prejudices, selective perceptions and memories, incomplete and limited powers of observation, and fallible memories. Further, people undergo changes over time and are subject to external influences and manipulation and, as such, are mirrors of their time and environment. Besides these common human qualities which pervade historical documents, there is the question of audience to which the document is addressed. This assumes that historical documents are purposeful and that those purposes may determine, in a deliberate or unconscious way, the final shape of the document in which facts may be altered, emphases misplaced, or information suppressed. The historian must, therefore, distinguish between the behavioral or apparent meaning of the document and the ideational or internal, and thus hidden, meaning. Because of these characteristics of historical documents, they cannot stand alone nor can they "speak for themselves." They are, in fact, parts of a human-communications system which consists of a network of elements within a pervasive environment over time. Thus, in historical documents, the critical historian must identify the author of the document in an identified position or vantage point at an identified moment.'2 The task, therefore, is a mapping of the terrain through a sociology of the systems or network to identify its elements and determine their relationships at a particular moment in time. That process, termed internal textual criticism, enables the historian to make a more valid evaluation of the reliability of the historical evidence.
When several historical documents are compared with each other, we say that the historian is engaged in external textual criticism. The comparative method of documentary evaluation is indispensable in reconstructing historical reality; for by comparing several texts, one is able to see variation, contradictions, and similarities. From that comparison, then, and through internal textual criticism and theory, the historian is better able to approach historical reality.
The reliance on theory increases as the quantity of historical documents diminishes because the less the number of witnesses to support, contradict, or modify a particular version, the greater the degree of uncertainty. Besides quantity, the quality or nature of the evidence may determine the extent for the need for theory. Thus, for example, one objective and perceptive witness is usually more valuable than three witnesses who had a particular ax to grind although that in itself could be illuminating;'3 and if the weight of the evidence supports a point of view which does not correspond with the historian's view of reality, the evidence may be used selectively to make it conform to the historian's theory of historical reality. The end product of that process, history as written, may in an extreme case not even resemble the documents from which it was drawn; but the historian may claim that the interpretation is a closer approximation of historical reality because the theory more closely conforms to that reality. Some may see that claim as intellectual arrogance while others may view it as a breakthrough in interpretation; it depends on their world view or theory of history. Historical debate is fueled by the scarcity of reliable evidence-the lesser the amount of reliable evidence, the greater the dependence on theory and the greater the dependence on theory, the greater the opportunity for debate.
Types of Oral Documents
While sharing certain common features, oral documents are not identical to written ones. There is an important distinction which is of concern to the oral historian. The author of a written document is usually no longer living when the document is used by a historian-a feature of various privacy and ethical codes. In contrast, oral documents are derived from living persons; at least the initial recording of any such document on tape or paper is a product of living persons in conversation. Thus, whereas written documents are often referred to as dead letters, oral documents are generally styled living testimonies.
The difference here can be an important one if, as is commonly the case, a historian generates oral documents which s/he subsequently uses for historical interpretation. This is because the archival historian is limited to the written word and cannot go beyond what the author of a given document thought, what s/he thought happened or ought to happen, or what s/he wanted others to think happened; in other words, the distinction between the behavioral and ideational is blurred; and the historian is uncertain of the historicity of the evidence. On the other hand, the oral historian who employs a document which s/he has created with an interviewee is able to observe human behavior firsthand in all its complexity and under varying circumstances; and s/he is able to engage in dialogue with the historical actor.
Of course, this interaction between historian and historical actor can both illuminate and obscure historical reality. While a greater degree of precision may be obtained by direct observation and communication, greater uncertainty may also arise from the historian's role in altering behavior or in predetermining the responses by the nature of the questions or from the historian's diminished capacity to be objective because of any friendship so cultivated.14 There are several varieties of oral documents. Personal reminiscence or oral history is the most elemental of these. Oral history is the recollections of a single individual who participated in or was an observer of the events to which s/he testifies. The document, therefore, derives from the historical actor him/herself or from an eyewitness. When oral history is passed on to another person, usually of a succeeding generation in that family or lineage, it becomes oral tradition.15 Thus, oral tradition is derived from a transmission of testimony vertically. If that tradition spreads horizontally to a wider, definable group of people, it is referred to as folklore or elitelore, depending on the social class of the group.16
As indicated at the outset, this paper is limited to a discussion of oral history, and the distinction between that type of oral evidence and the other varieties such as oral tradition, folklore/elitelore, legend, epic, fable, and myth should be kept in mind.'7
Oral History
Despite the claim that oral history is history, no more, no less, the distinctions remain between individual perceptions of cant and valid historical documents and to reconstruct historical reality.
As noted by Ronald Grele, the primary theoretical concern in writings on oral history has been the possibility for distortion in the interview while little discussion has focused on the exact nature of the oral document which is the end product of that interview. The document, observed Grele, is not simply a transcript or tape; nor is it an autobiography, biography, or memory; rather, it is a conversational narrative-conversational because it is a dialogue between interviewer and interviewee and narrative because it is a form of exposition. There are three sets of relationships in this conversational narrative: (1) internal to the interview, consisting of its linguistic and literary structure; (2) external to the text, the relationship created by interaction of interviewer and interviewee; and (3) external to the text, the relationship between the interviewee and the wider community which is both his/her audience and molder of his/her historical consciousness. The relationship between the interviewee and the wider community involves the ideological or theoretical context within which words or phrases are placed, the presence or absence of concepts, and the individual's vision of history. To extricate the interviewee from both the interviewer and his/her wider community, then, is an exceedingly complex and demanding task. But by being able to direct questions at the interviewee's conceptions of history and historical change, the oral historian, unlike the archival historian, is able to arrive at a deeper understanding of the people and their history.29
The end product of the interaction between interviewerhistorian and linguistic community-interviewee is oral document (1) (see figure 2) defined as a conversational narrative and normally in the form of a tape recording. Next comes the transcription, editing, and sometimes translating of that recording onto paper.
When Allan Nevins, considered to be the founder of oral history in the United States, set up the Oral History Research Office at Columbia University in 1948, he at first conceived his task to be a simple one. He interviewed well-known individuals about significant events, had the tapes transcribed onto paper, and saw the transcription as the raw stuff of which history would be written. The tapes were then erased, keeping only a small segment to give the flavor of the interview. During the transcription phase, there was free editing of the text which included the striking out of words and phrases.30
Later, on reflection, Nevins's procedure was seen to have posed serious methodological problems. The historian's inter- vention in transcribing and editing effectively altered the text so that entire meanings could be lost or changed. Thus, oral historians were cautioned to make certain that the transcriber faithfully recorded what was on the tape, including pauses, laughter, and coughs. In addition, the interviewer must be sure that everything which took place during the interview was recorded because oftentimes in the course of the interview the participants took a break, the duration for which the recorder was turned off. But a number of important things may transpire or be said during that period of relaxation. Thus, the interviewer was advised to keep the recorder on at all times.3' And finally, the original tape recording must be kept intact for future reference. Despite these cautions, there still remains the possibility of distortions in the transcribed text which may be the result of fatigue, hearing impairment, or misperceptions caused by divergent world views. This last factor is even more pronounced if the text is being translated as well as transcribed; translation, of course, introduces a whole new set of opportunities for distortion.
The end result of this interaction between transcriber and document (1) (see figure 2) is document (2) which is, ideally, an exact replica of the voices on the tape recording in written form. The usual procedure is then to give document (2) back to the interviewee for final editing. This is normally done because of the interviewee's ethical right to see the text before final release and out of courtesy to him/her who can if s/he so wishes delete or retract words, phrases, or expressions made during the interview. In effect, the interviewee acts as his/her own censor. Document (3) (see figure 2) is the end product of this interaction between interviewee and document (2), and the documents may or may not be the same. Document (3) is used by the historian in the same way as other historical documents are used, as diagramed in figure 1 ; the text is critically examined both internally and externally, 
Oral History and the Writing of Ethnic History
This work is an impression and the search for a silenced voice, a crucial part in the chorus of American voices.
Black woman, silent, almost invisible in America, has been speaking for three hundred years in pantomime or at least in a borrowed voice. She has moved silently through the mythological roles forced upon her-from chattel to Mammy to Matriarch. She has solaced and fortified the entire South of the United States, black and white, male and female, a South which reveres and heeds her in secret, which confides in her and trusts her to rear its children, black and white, yet which-like the rest of Americahas never asked her to speak, to reveal her private history, her knowledge, her imaginings, never asked her participation in anything but maintenance of humanity by way of the back door.33
The writing of ethnic history is both necessary and possible. It need neither be justified nor defended. The collective voice of the people, once silenced, has a right to be heard. Oral history is not only a tool or method for recovering history; it also is a theory of history which maintains that the common folk and the dispossessed have a history and that this history must be written. At the same time, however, this is not to ignore the importance of elitelore and the history of the ruling class, nor does it intend to equate oral history with the working class and written documents with the ruling class. Instead, the point is that there has been an overemphasis on the elite at the expense of the masses and that this imbalance has resulted in the writing of mythical histories.
Ethnic history does not deny the political importance of focusing on the dominant (oppressor) group in society and those institutions through which the majority represses and exploits the minority. Rather, ethnic history is the first step toward ultimate emancipation; for by freeing themselves from the bonds of a colonized history, they will be able to see their true condition, their own history. From that realization and from an understanding of the majority group and their institutions, minorities can proceed to devise means for their total liberation.
Oral history has been shown to be an invaluable means by which to recover the past of the inarticulate-women, the working class, ethnic and racial minorities, and people in nonliterate societies34-because these groups rarely leave written records of their lives; the meager documentary evidence about them is usually biased against them and rarely penetrates to the ideational, and they have largely been ignored by historians who view history in terms of "big men" and "important" events.35 Besides being a tool for recovering history, oral history forges a link between the academy and the community through ethnographic field techniques and participant observation; and it has a potential for raising social consciousness and can provide strategies for social change.36
Terkel noted that the absence of knowledge about the past perpetuates myths about it and contributes to maintaining of the status quo.37 A graphic illustration of that is the Republic of South Africa, where the official version of history is used to justify the repressive system of apartheid. Staughton Lynd, in his studies of American labor history, observed that rank-andfile unionists wanted to know the history of the 1930s so they could respond to the present upsurge of labor militancy in the CIO.38 That knowledge was obtained by interviewing old-time activists; and, armed with those insights, the militants were able to understand how CIO unions had so rapidly grown bureaucratic and conservative and thereupon to devise effective tactics in seeking change. Socialist historians, though, like historians and intellectuals in general, must strive for maximum objectivity. Myths, both ideologically and racially inspired, must not be permitted to distort the historical landscape.39
The historiographical development in African history is of particular significance and relevance.40 African history was first written by Europeans who saw Africans, in the words of the distinguished British historian Sir Reginald Coupland, as having no history and as having "stayed, for untold centuries, sunk in barbarism ... [so that] the heart of Africa was scarcely beating."41 African history, accordingly, was derived exclusively from European archives and the reminiscences and accounts of white colonialists, missionaries, and travelers. This variety of history portrayed Africa as being dark and peopled by primitive, faceless hordes; African history began with the arrival of the European who brought Christianity, enlightenment, and civilization. The focus, therefore, was on the white man who was the historical actor; and the African was merely a docile object to be manipulated.
During the 1950s, a new generation of historians broke away from that European tradition, pointing out that, besides its The primary characteristic of "colonized" history is that it is the view of outsiders and not the people themselves. The historical evidence upon which that variety of history draws is from the colonizer. Usually this is in the form of written documents-letters, diaries, and reminiscences of visitors-which describe the author's position among the people and his/her perceptions of that people. For various reasons, from the presumption of the primacy of written documents over oral ones to the assumption that the elite are the only ones who matter historically, the people themselves are ignored and are not asked about their perceptions of history. As a consequence, the actions of the colonizers are magnified so they become the central figures in the narrative; they are portrayed as the historical actors while the people are rendered as passive, powerless objects.
What, then, are the implications for American ethnic history? To varying degrees, the written history of ethnic minorities in our country has suffered under the yoke of colonial oppression. Our collective histories have long been colonized, and our selfperceptions have been distorted by historical documents written by strangers who have sojourned among us but who have little knowledge of us. Oral history offers an alternative way of conceptualizing history and a means by which to recover that past. And while oral history does not maintain that each individual's view of history is equally legitimate or that every voice must be heard, it does argue that by going directly to the people for historical documents, a more valid variety of history can be written. Oral history proposes that we rewrite our history to capture the human spirit of the people, to see how ethnic minorities solved or failed to solve particular problems, how they advanced or resisted change, and how they made or failed to make better lives for themselves and their children. In short, oral history proposes nothing less than the writing of a people's history, liberated from myths and imbued with humanity.
